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Music to our ears: creating a 
culture of deliberate practice 
in music through technology
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It is widely acknowledged across ed-
ucational literature that a certain 
amount of regular practice is re-
quired in order to improve a music 
student’s level of performance on 

their instrument. This is nothing new – 
teachers, coaches, trainers and educators 
all over the world have assigned (and 
continue to assign) scale drills, homework 
questions and listening exercises, all in the 
spirit of practice. Closer inspection of the 
research, however, reveals that what con-
stitutes ‘practice’ is somewhat inconsis-
tent – it is increasingly apparent that not 
all forms of practice were created equally. 
Beyond simply the ‘doing’ of practice lies 
a challenging question for every music 
educator: how much do you – and your 
students – know about how to practice a 
particular skill? Understanding how to get 
the best possible outcome through prac-
tice has significant implications for music 
students and educators alike, who by the 
‘elective’ nature of their subject area often 
struggle to compete for time and resourc-
es in fast-moving schools driven by over-
crowded curriculum.

Anders Ericsson and Robert Pool’s 
2016 book Peak: How all of us can 
achieve extraordinary things has re-
opened the conversation around how 
musical skills (and skills, generally) are  
developed through practice to the point of 
expert performance. In Peak, the authors 
argue that the improved performance lies 
in individuals adopting what they de-
scribe as deliberate practice – ‘effortful, 
goal-directed and intentionally structured 
activities.’ Ericsson and Pool’s claim is sub-
stantiated elsewhere in the research – in 
their meta-analysis of the literature on the 

practice and performance, Macnamara, 
Hambrick and Oswald (2014, p. 1608) 
found that ‘deliberate practice accounts 
for 26% of the variance in performance 
for games, 21% for music… (and) 18% for 
sports.’ 

Lehtinen, et al. (2017, p. 625) points 
out that deliberate practice ‘is not a me-
chanical or repetitive process of making a 
performance more fluid.’ This is not mere-
ly a case of ‘play it until you get it,’ simply 
repeating a given musical piece over and 
over until something ‘sticks’. Indeed, the 

researchers argue that deliberate practice 
requires ‘a great deal of thinking, problem 
solving and reflection for analysing’ in or-
der to cultivate evolving levels of musical 
performance. (Lehtinen, et al., 2017, p. 
625) While deliberate practice is strongly 
linked to improved performance in sev-
eral domains, a significant issue remains: 
deliberate practice is not necessarily an 
engaging or positive experience for music 
students. Miksza (2007, p. 360) suggests 
that because deliberate practice ‘requires 
sustained concentration and effort… (it) 
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is therefore somewhat distinct from…
playing for fun.’  

It has been suggested that, in princi-
ple, ‘individuals should be able to perform 
such (deliberate) practice on their own,’ 
pointing out that an individual’s capacity 
to develop self-regulation around deliber-
ate practice can accelerate improvements 
in performance. (Lehtinen, et al., 2017, p. 
630) That said, establishing a self-regu-
lated approach to deliberate practice re-
quires significant motivation on the behalf 
of the student – doing so necessitates that 
they become responsible for ‘setting up 
goals that have to be reached… knowing 
the ‘culture’ of skilled activity, monitoring 
their own progress and gaining specific 
feedback’ (Lehtinen, et al., 2017, p. 630). 
Given their perceived lack of ‘fun’, under 
the current circumstances it would appear 
unlikely that music students would feel 
sufficiently inspired to develop a self-reg-
ulated approach to deliberate practice.

In summary, this research suggests 
two main challenges for music educators, 
and the school leaders who support them:
1 How can deliberate practice be made 

sufficiently ‘fun’ for music students?
2 How can music educators inspire 

their students to adopt an increasingly 
self-regulated approach towards delib-
erate practice?
It is my view that technology has a 

critical role to play in addressing both of 
these questions, and in the re-invigora-

tion of deliberate practice within music 
education and throughout the education 
system more broadly. Consider, for exam-
ple, Melodics – an online music education 
platform that stands out as an inspiring 
contemporary example of how technolo-
gy can be leveraged to establish deliberate 
practice as an attractive activity for stu-
dents of piano, drums and pad controllers. 
A combination of motivational technolo-
gy,  deliberate practice  methodology and 
relevant audience-specific content pro-
duced by contemporary musicians results 
in a user experience where students are 
highly motivated to establish and monitor 
their own targets for improvement. 

Melodics’ online music education interface
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As students practice real-world musi-
cal examples specifically targeted to their 
‘learning edge,’ (a contemporary term 
referencing Vygotsky’s zone of proximal 
development), students receive immedi-
ate feedback with a detailed breakdown 
following every performance. As students 
engage in self-reflection and determine 
what they ought to address next, they can 
elect to complete courses which focus on 
developing a particular skill. The plat-
form is enriched through the incorpo-
ration of gamification – ‘the use of game 
design elements in non-game contexts’  
(O’Connell, 2018) – such as the unlock-
ing of additional musical content upon  
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reaching particular performance mile-
stones. This further incentivises students 
to adopt a program of deliberate practice 
and encourages greater habits of self-regu-
lation. The recent work of Alabbasi (2018, 
p. 34), found that ‘students have a positive 
attitude and perception about gamifica-
tion in learning … because it helped them 
in the retention of knowledge.’

The ‘anytime, anywhere’ nature of a 
technology-enabled solution, in conjunc-
tion with the mobility afforded by laptops 
and personal devices, affords today’s music 
students a greater degree of personal flexi-
bility around their own deliberate practice 
regimes than ever before. Practice sessions 
are no longer necessarily limited to a par-
ticular time and location (Tuesdays at 10:00 
am in Practice Room 3, or after school with 
an expensive private tutor, for example) as 
they have been historically. 

Curiously, the shift towards deliberate 
practice platforms like Melodics means 
the presence of a teacher is not necessar-
ily a requirement – this presents a unique 
opportunity for music educators to reflect 
upon and strengthen the relational as-
pects of their role as a means of enhancing 
student performance. While Gruber, et al. 
(2004, p. 222) argues that ‘the role teach-
ers play in early phases of acquisition of 
expertise, and whether they are indispens-
able, is still an open question.’ This is not 
an argument in support of removing ed-
ucators from their classrooms – a signifi-
cant body of literature supports the notion 
that the individual teacher (in terms of 
the quality of relationship between teach-
er and student) remains the single-largest 

determinant on student engagement. 
Instead, what I argue for is that school 

leaders and educators embrace the inte-
gration of technology-enabled deliberate 
practice as a means of enabling greater 
agility in their existing programs, rather 
than attempting to automate or outsource 
them. Whilst limited peer-reviewed, em-
pirical research has yet to be undertak-
en on Melodics specifically, the fact that 
the platform has developed a user base of 
more than 200,000 musicians across the 
globe speaks to the growing demand for 
technology-driven platforms that facilitate 
genuinely engaging deliberate practice. It is 
exciting to consider how subject areas be-
yond music might draw inspiration from 
stories like that of Melodics to re-imagine 
new ways of deliberately practicing skills.

How Australian schools can most ef-
fectively share and scale the benefits of an 
inspiring music education to the greatest 
number of students possible has attracted 
a significant amount of national attention 
lately. Having attracted more than 465,000 
views since its debut, ABC TV’s recent 
new documentary Don’t Stop The Music 
has struck a powerful chord with Austra-
lian audiences, both within and beyond 
the educational community. The three-
part film examines ‘the transformational 
role music can play in educating children’ 
(Screen Australia, 2017) through the in-
troduction of a music program in a disad-
vantaged school. 

If we truly want to realise the creative 
potential in our music students, I believe 
that it is incumbent upon music educators 
and school leaders to seize the opportu-

nities new technologies present to foster 
cultures of self-regulated and engaging 
cultures of deliberate practice. You never 
know – you or one of your students might 
write a hit song along the way!
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The Ultimate Thermoplastic 
Playground Markings 

Transforming your old and tired 
Playground into a World of 

Colour, Education lots of Fun! 

Project Playgrounds is Australia's number one provider of fun and 
educational thermoplastic playground markings - we have installed 

our fabulous product in over 100 schools nationwide. 

We have a multitude of literacy and numeracy focused play
ground markings and games - from Alphabetic Snakes to Calculating 
Caterpillars, as well as traditional board games and Hopscotch - all 

fantastically colourful and manufactured to fit into the valuable 
playground space available to you. 

Our thermoplastic is the best in Australia and we stand by our quality 
product. As such, both our product and installation come with 

guarantees and we will not be beaten on price either - we will price 
match any competitor because we want you to have the best! . 

Our markings are applied to the concrete or bitumen surface using 
extreme heat and once cool (after approximately 10 minutes) they 

are immediately ready for use by the children. Forget about paint or 
other forms of markings that take hours or days to dry rendering 

your playground useless for long periods of time. 

Give your students the playground they deserve and contact us now 
for a free quotation. All of our standard designs and prices are 

available on our website and we will tailor a package based on your 
budget and requirements, providing you with excellent customer 

service along the way. 

All quotations are supplied within 48 hours of your enquiry. 90% 
of installations are completed in 1 day or less. All markings are 

guaranteed and immediately useable by the children. 
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Don't delay! Call Today! 1800 264 307 
www.projectplaygrounds.com.au I info@projectplaygrounds.com.au 

Follow Project Playgrounds Australia on Facebook

Follow Project Playgrounds 
Australia on Facebook

NEW OFFICE NOW OPEN 
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